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Nathaniel Hawthorne's short story “Rappaccini's
Daughter" reflects the authort's view that inherent in the hunan
1ilemma are amhiguous irories which cannot he resolved, Althouah
Yawthorne {urlike Raloh ¥Waldo Emerson) verceives evil as an
extraordinarily notent force, he offers no clear moral solutiones in
this story, hut examines various dimensions of the prohlea of evil,
The story concerns the hliahted love of two heautifuvl *innocents,"
winlle the *thene raises the question of which is real, appearance or
substarce, by simultaneousiy developriny a sense of ohysical
voluptuousness and spiritual love., The idvllic darden with {ts
central poisonous shrub and life-nourishing fountain provides a
traditional set*inag for the four characters, each of whom is enmeche)
in his own sin. The moral tanale is clarified, but nol resolved, when
fsatrice is killed by ar antidote she takes to rid herself of her
"inheriteA" vpoison., Tachk o€ the three rmen in the story is auilty of
hWer death, though each has acted in good faith--Ravpaccini, because
he exveriments with human heings to add to his scientific knowledoe:
Giovanai, because he urges the fatal antidote on Peat*rice to rerfect
her: and dr. Bagliori, because he eaqgerly vrovides the antidote in a
fit of profeesional jealoucsy for Pappaccini. (D®)
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' The Levels of “Rappaccini’s Daughter”

CHARLES B, HANDS!

De. Hands serced as project director for a federally-funded tn-
stitute (1968-1969) focusing on A Variety of Critical Ap- 1
proaches to Modern American Literature. The article which fol-
lows exemplifies one of these critical methods — the formalistic.

ALPH WALDO EMERSON had no doubt that the poet Lad access

to truth. “The poet alone knows astronomy, chemistry, vege-
tation and animation,” he wrote. “He knows why the plain or mead-
ow of space was strown with these flowers we call suns and
moons and stars; why the great deep is adomed with animals, with
men, and gods; for in every word he speaks he rides on them as
the horses of thought.”? And again: “He is the true and only doc-
tor: he knows and tells; he is the only teller of news, for he was
presentand privy to the appearance which he describes,™

Hawthorne was not quite so sure. He had gone to Brook Fann
and come haek disillusioned. Transcendentialism did not squrare
with the basically: Puritan strain of his blood: man was the inheritor
of original sit, was at best limited and deficient —a transgressor
torn by suilt and wracked by the stirrings of a pride which drove
him to ruin by enticing hin toward a perfection which was alien to
his natare. Man, far from being Emerson’s “creator in the finite,”™*
was a lost and bewildered creatare, Heuee, regarding Emerson:
“. .. there had heen epochs inmy life when 1, teo, mistht have asked
of this prophiet the master word that shonld solve me the riddle of
the universe; but now, being happy, 1 feltas if there were no ques-
tions to be put, and therefore admired Emerson as a poet of deep
beauty and audere tendemess, but sought nothing from him as a
philosopher.”s
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The Puritans in their efforts to know the divine plan through
sonrces other than the Bible had suggested o much more modest
approach than Ewerson’s=the approach of typology =but Haw-
thorme had reservations about even this. Falling stars and carth-
guakci might be signs of God's displeasure, and the rose rising
from the thorny stem might be a sign that a life of vicissitude can
terminate in beauty, but how conld one be sure? The signs are too
ambitous, the meanings too obscure, tn life “von emerge from
mystery, pass through a vicissitude that you can but imperfectly
control, and are bome onward to another mystery.”™ The experi-
ence and vision of one man are different from the experience and
vision of another, Everyone looks at the world from a different
angle and sees it in a light which, different as it may be from every-
one else’s, is true for him.

Hawthorne, then, is unable to view life simply: he insists on
secing it from a varicty of vantage points, many of which have their
own validity even while remraining mutually exclusive. As was al-
most inevitable, his view that life s ambiguously complex leads
him to prodiee an art which is equally ambiguous and comples.
“Rappaceint’s Danghter” is a case in point.

During the past several years “Rappaceini’s Daughter” has
heen the subject of a great deal of perceptive eriticism = so much so
that a number of heretofore pervasive misreadings are no longer
tenable, For example, one can wo longer aceept the view that the
oy is simply another of Hawthorne's statements about the evil
which attends man’s tust for knowledge! Dr. Rappaccini is not the
focal point of the story. Beatrice does not stand alone at the center
cither, however, and it is not sufTicient to view the story as a draa-
tization of Hawthorne's bielief that pure spivit can transeend impure
Nesh? 1 would suggest, instead, that the story, rather than offering
an answer o a noral problem, concerns itself pimarily with pre-
senting the complex dimensions of the prolitenn itself, the answer to
which is not simple amd perhaps, in Hawthome's view of the
world, nat even possible,

In its most obvions fonu, “Rappaccini’s Danghter” is a story of
Mighted love, s immedients are almost classie: Beatrice, the pure
and beautiful ginl sheltered from contact with the rest of humanity
by her parents, accidentally mcets and falls in love witly Giovanni,
*Hawthorne, “The Haunted Ahind p. 325
“One of the pioncer accounts of thicis Hyatt L Waggonet, Hanthorne, Hanard
Univorsity Press, Cambuidee, 19358, pp. 100075,

SThis is the weneral theons st forth by Waggoner. 16is alse deseloped by, among
others,. Ry R \lale, Hawthorne's Traghe Viston. Univensity of Tevas Tress, Anstin,

1954, amd Rickan] Hater Fogle, Hawthorae's Fiction: The Light and the Dark .
University of Oblaboma itress, Nasman, 1952
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the weak but handsome young man whose virtue she averestimates
at the cost of her life. Thronghout the story the emphasis is placed
upon spirit, however, We are told at the very beginning that *Guas-
conti had not a deep heart.” Despite this: “they had looked love
with ey es that conveyed the holy seeret from the depths ol one soul
into the depths of the other . . they had even spoken love in those
pushes of passion when their spirits darted forth ... """ The final
scene is also essentially spiritual. Glovanni’s “spirit was incapable
of sustaining itself at the height o which the carly enthusiasm of
passion had evalted it; he fell down grovelling among carthly
doubts, and defiled therewith the pure whiteness of Beatrice's
inmage.”""" To be sure, itis the contagious poison which triggers the
catastrophe, but the narrator insists that his reader place the events
into their proper perspective: O, weak, and selfish, and unworthy
spirit, that could drean of an carthly unian and carthly happiness
as possible after such deep love had heen so bitterly wronged as
Beatrice's by Giovanni's Llighting words!'?

The repeated emphasis upon the spiritual aspects of the love
story suggests that the story may be a convenient center around
waich Hawthorne can group other problews of the spirit, This suy-
gestion is reinforeed by the Fantastic nature of the plot, Blighted
love alone surely is nat adequate to account for what must be the
worst case of halitosis in all of American literature. The strain
which the plot puts on the reader’s eredibility is alimostintalerable
even if one keeps inmind Hawthome's famous distinetion between
the novel and the romance?? As we push further into the story, per-
haps it will he helpfol to keep separate from one another severel
additional Lwers of sneaning, even though these lavers froquently
impinge and interact on one another,

In arlldition to being a love story “Rappaccini’s Danghter™ is a
story of appearance vs. reality. What s to he helieved about the
world? Can one believe what he sees, or are appearances teo de-
ceiving? beatrive, for example, is not entirdy what she seems to
be, Viewed in rne way, she has great phyeical beauty, Her volup-
twousness is repeatedly called o our attention: Hawthome's de-
seription of ey initial entrance sets the tone for the rest of the
story: “Soon taere emerged ... the figure of a young girl, arraved
with as much riclhness of taste as the most splendid of the Nowers,
beantiful as the day, and with a bloom so deep and vivid that one

shade more would have been too much. She tooked redundant with
Rappwtini,” p. 279

0 Rappaccing,”’ p. 258

D Rappadnd,” p. 292,

Q" Rappaing,” p. 297

Pl Hanthomne's beiel Proface to The Howse of Seven Cabler.




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Moaryland English Journol

life, health, and energy; all of which attributes were bound down
and compressed, as it were, and girdled tensely, in their luxuri-
ance, by her virgin zone”

Viewed in a different way, her physical appearance has o be
ignored in favor of the “real” reality [whatever that means) which
lurks fnside her and which is, of course, incapable of heing ob-
served. Giovanni is quite willing to accept this second view despite
the evidences of his own senses. Beatrice has wrged him: “Forget
whatever you may have fancied in regard to me. If true to the out-
ward senses, still it may be false in its essence . " Giovanni has
acceded to her request. He has seen the inseets die and the flowers
wilt, yet these incidents “dissolving in the pure light of her charae-
ter, had no longer the efficacy of facts, but were acknowledged as
mistaken fantastes, by whatever testimony of the senses they inight
appear to be substantiated" It is precisely Giovamni's willingness
to discredit appearance which leads him to seck vut Beatsice in
her own garden.

Giovanni's faith here has not been adequately emphasized by
critics, wha usually see him only as the weakling whose spirit ix
inable to aceept Beatrice n toto. But in some sense who can hlame
him for reacting violenthy? I Dr. Rappaccini is blameworthy for
paisoning Beatrice, is not Beatrice Mameworthy for her miscaleu-
lation in poisoning Giovanni, accidental as it may have been? Gio-
vanni has taken her at lver word, and although her physical poison
may be only “appearance,” that appearance is unguestionably real
cnough to poison Giovanni, and his poisoning ultimately leads to
his attempt to cure her with the antidote that kills her. 1t wounld ap-
pear, then, that Giovanai's decision to igaore physical appearance
and suatch at spiviteal reality is fatal,

This interpretation of appearance vs. reality is too simple, how-
ever, for if it is true that Giovanni's refusal to admit the validity of
appearance leads indirectly to Beatrice's death, it is also true that
the direct caase of Beatrice's death stems from Giovanat's dedision
that he no longer can ignore the poison (the appearance) and thus
must ask Beatrice to take the antidote with him. So what should one
Lelieve? If one credits the physical reality he may be deceived
about the spitit; if one credits the spiritnal reality he may be de-
ceived about the physical. Which “reality™ is real? Perhaps at vari-
ous times both of them are. One of the disconcerting aspedts of life
is that one canmot know definitely what is appearance and what is
reality. Worse, the appearance might kill you, and so might the

W Rappacidnd,” p. 271
S Rappatind,)” pp 28083
e Rappacuind,” p. 292
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reality, so even if you can tell them apart, which one do you choose?

The appearance-reality theme is deepened and made more in-
tense by being given a moral dimension. Part of this dimension is
traditional and therefore relatively easy to cope with: the symbolie
sigmificance of the garden, for example, with its central poisonous
shrub, and of the foantain which fills the pool and gives nonrish-
ment to the poisonous plant. Glovanni immediately Identifies this
oumtain as “an immortal spirit” which, oblivious to its surround-
ings, “sung its song unceasingly” as it “continued to gush and
sparkle into the sunbeam 7

Beatrice is elearly associated with the shrub, She is the only
one who can breathe its perfume; shie tends it faithfully, calls it
“sister,” and on one occasion “threw open ber arms, as with a pas-
sionate ardor, ad drew its hranehes into an intimate embrace - so
intimate that her features were hidden incits Teafy bosom and her
glistening ringlets all intermingled with the flowers.”" ™ 1£she is the
shrub, however, she is also tie fountain, “Her spirit gashed out
before {Giovanni] like a fresh rill that was just catehing its first
glimpse of the sunlight™# e has a “rich voice that came forth . . .
like a gush of music.”* In the climactic seene Giovanni stanps
angrily ont to meet her, “but with her actual presence there came
« o recodlections of many a holy and passioaate ontgush of her
heart, when the pure fountain had been unsealed from its
depths.” 2!

Such is the natare of humanity. Beatrice has a Memish which
has been tansmitted to her and which is an essential part of her
nature, But if she is scarred, she is not erippled: there is alwass the
pure spirit within her which contiels the motion of her heart and
whica Beatrice regards as her essential self. This is the spirit which
at the end of the story is abie, in keeping with the tradition to tran-
seend her physical flaws and trivmph over death.

This traditional clement of the inherited sin which must be
overcome is impartant to the denouenient of the story and to the
backyround against which the story is set. 1 is not as jimportant,
however, as the more conuplex prablem of the sins *vhich surround
the love stoty proper. Dr. Rappaccini is guilty of manipulating
human beings to satisfy bis onwn experiments. Just as he has al-
tered the nature of plants, 0 he has altered the natures of Beatrice
and Giovanni. One cannot overlook the seriovsness of the offense,
and one can credit Baglioni's words that Rappaccini “would sacri-
1 Rappeaing,” p. 269,
¥ ORappactind,” p 206
PO Rappacind,” p. 28
Y Rappwecind,' p. 20s
1 Rappacind,” p. 290,

i

ol st




W g

Maryland English Journal ;

fice human life, his own amony the rest, or whatever else was dear- i
estto him# to add to the store of medieal knowledge. "

But the matter of Rappaceini’s gailt is not as one-dimensional
as that, For one thing he is capable, according to our quotation, of
sacrificing his own life. Foranother, he “has as muoeh scienee as any
member of the faculdty oL orad Fialy," and he tipers with matue
not {ar sport hut hecause he believes “that all medicinal virtues are
contained within thase substimees which we call vegetable pol-
son " Even one as jealous as Baglioni admits that Rappaceini acea-
sionally “has effected, or secmed to effeet, @ marvelous cure'?
Glovami asks: “Are there many men capable of sa spivitual a ove
of science?”* Rappaceini himself is amazed in the final scene when
he learns that Beatrice is displeased with him far having secured
her a mate she can love. He believed that in her loneliness she
would be grateful to him for the favor he has so freely offered, amd
he can’t quite understand her grief. The other characters may find
his philosophy difficolt to accept, but he does not, and his belief
colors the morality of his action.

Hawthorne himself keeps changing Rappaceind’s fmage. The
first time we see Rappaceini he is cultivating his garden, and the
narrator asks: “And this man ., .. was he Adam?” ¥ The identification
fits. Beatrice is his daughter, and she has reccived her poison from
him. The nest time Rappaceini appears, however, he is mueh more
closely associated with Satan. The traits most emphasized are his
extreme thinmess, his sallow hue = a hae that Hawthorae frequently
associates With sikes —and his picreing and overwhelmmgly
active fntelleet, the trait most frequently associated with the angel
who would nat serve. Itis also possible to see similarities between
Rappaccing and God. Rappaccini did ereate the garden wid people
it with his two fimocents. In the final scene Rappaccini resembles
nothing so mmch as the priest giving his final hlessing to his con-
pregation: “As he drew near, the pale man of science seemed to
gaze with a trivmphant expression at the beautiful yoath and
maiden . .. He paused: his hent form grew ereet with conscions
power: he spread ant his hands over them in the attitude of a father
imploring a blessing on his children; but those were the same
hands that had thiewn poison into the stream of their lives.” ™ One
might not want to po <o far as to snggtest that it is God who has pol-
12" Rappaceind,” p. 294
B Rappedint,” po 273
1 Rapgacednd,” p. 274
1 Rappaadnd,” po 258
& Rappaccind,” p. 274

T Rappaind,” po 271
U Rappacdind,” pp. 297-98
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luted the flesh and caused the love affair 1o end in tragedy, hut
Hawthorne suggests the possibility that we ought at least to hesi-
tate before totally condenming Rappaceini out of hand or before
viewing him exclusively in unrelieved shades of black,

Giovanni is likewise well intentioned when he urges Beatrice
to drink the antidote, "*Might there not,” he reasons, “he a hope of
his returning within the limits of ordinary nature, and teading Bea-
trice, the redeemed Beatrice, by the hand?"?" And later he asks:
“Shall we not quaft {the antidote] together, and thus be pwified
from oevil?”® A noble ambition, and one canmot doubt Gioviomi's
honesty. it is trie that his fove was shallow and his tanguage to
Beatrice imtemperate, it is also true that he is reacting to a situation
not entirely of his own making. He has been weak on one level,
but the strong Beatrice also has succuimbed to her loneliness and
admitted Giovanni into her garden. Now, however, she knows
what he does not: that the poison has hecome an essential part of
their natures and cannot be removed without destroying their
very lives, But Giovannd, though ignorant, is at least zealous, and he
believes he has the elisir that will make everything right once
again. It is his zeal, nothis il will, which leads him to insistupon
meddling with her, and in the process kill her,

There is a third ian in the story =another seientist, Dr. Bag-
lioni—and viewed in a certain way he is the most blameworthy of
the lot. Certainly more fronjes are associated with him than with
any of the others. He has a personal and selfish axe to grind: Rap-
paccini is his professional rival, and his estimate of Rappaccini,
though containing large elements of truth, is slanted and unfair, He
is especially willing to discredit Bappaccing becanse it is mmored,
as Baglioni says, that Rappaccini has”instructed [Beatrice) in his
science, and that, young and heautiful as fame reports her, she {s
aqualificd to fill a professor’s chair. Perhaps her father destines her
for mine.”" Thus when Baglioni decides that Vit is too insufierable
an impettinence in Rappaccing thus to snateh ihe lad out of miv own
bands,” P and when he comes O understand what has happened to
Beatrice and Giovanni, he is only too happy to interfere by rush-
ing forth with the antidote.

The whole hostof ironies which follow are evident enough, but
it is the irony of the last Hoe of the story which is perbaps the most
driking. As Beatrice sinks to the ground, Baglioni arrives on the
scene, and the story ends: “Just at that moment Professor Baglioni

29 Rappaeini,” p. 297,
I Rappaeddni,” p. 297,
W Rappacddni,” p. 275,
2 Rappueddng,” p. 281,
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looked forth from the window and called toudly ina tone of trivinph
mined with horror, to the thunderstricken man of science, - Rap-
paceini! Rappaccinil and is this the upshot of your o\porinwnll "
The reader, of course, is not entirely willing to aceept Bagliont’s
Judggment. First, it is Baglioni's antidote, not Rappaceini’s poison,
which has killed her. Second, Bagliont’s emotional reaction —
“thnmph mixed with horror” — s not exuctly what we would expeet
from a man of generous heart. Indeed, the vaceilation of his re-
sponse is much more callous than the response of the “thunder-
stricken man of seience.” Nonetheless, although Baglioni's motives
may not have been entirely noble, he was confident his action
would have a good end. Certainly it was not his intention to kill
Beatrice any more than it was Beatrice's intention to poison Gio-
vanni.

Here is the moral tangle, then, A girl has been killed, and three
men have been involved in the killing, Each of them is anques-
tionably guilty, vet cach one has been acting in good faith, Except
for Rappaceini’s initial polsoning of Beatrice [which falls outside
the story and is not direetly related to the love affair]), each one
believes himself to have Beatrice's well-heing in mind, and cach
one is trying to be of assistance to her, What, then, are we to con-
clude? Who is most to blame? Rappaccini? Giovanni? Baglioni? At
of them? Nane of them? Is blame impossible to assign? Or to retorn
to our carlier probiems, is man to aceept appeatance or realit ?
Which will be more harmful in any given case? How can one
know? Finally, who is responsible for sin? Adam? Satan? God?

Hawthorne, I think does not wiswer these gquestions. He has
in cortain instances made his indlinaiions clear, but they are seldom
ungualified ones. The nature of God way be inserutable, but the
problems of mankind are not appreciably less comples or less sus.
ceplible to a variety of mntually exclusive solutions. Hawthome's
aesthetic, unlike Emerson’s, does not permit hin to offer answers.
He is not confident that he <ees with the eyves of Emerson’s poet,
and thus he cannot bring himself to make confictent and absolute
statements about the eaperiences of the world. “Rappaccini's
Danghter,” like most of Hawthome's other fiction, does not offer a
moral stance as its theme.

W Rappaccint,” p. 399,

-

The Yeats International Summer Course in 1970 will adda
week to include lectures on James Jovee. The additional week
will be separate. A request for information to Mrs. K. Moran,
Sccretary, Stephen Street, Stigo, will bring a hrochure.
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